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ABSTRACT 


This article examines the relationship between the Bassarabian music of the second half of 
the last century and one of the components of the national musical tradition — the chant of 
Byzantine tradition. The author points out a series of declared adherence to the Byzantine 
vein along with latent insinuations into this cultural layer, manifested through recognizable 
stylemes, modal and rhythmic undertones and a specific ethos. The paper also provides two 
analytical incursions into the latter category of works, with the selected examples being 
relevant for the various and subtle forms of scholarly valorisation of psaltic music. Ghenadie 
Ciobanu’s composition Pentaculus for flute, English horn, clarinet, bassoon and horn, claims 
its roots in archetypal thinking. It has a double root: the Byzantine melismatic style and the 
improvisatory genres of the Romanian folklore. The composer operates in the area of 
interference of the two traditions, delving down to their very core. The poem Miorița for 
voice, organ, bells and magnetic tape by Tudor Chiriac comes close to psaltic art through its 
vocality and marked monodic character, the compositional techniques used, as well as 
through the modal, metro-rhythmic and ornamental characteristics of the melodic line. The 
author also insists on certain commonalities of vision and sensibility that can be drawn 
between the work under consideration and the chant of Byzantine tradition. In the 
conclusion, the author remarks that in its journey towards modernity and universality, 
Bessarabian music is more and more sensitive to the beauties of the Byzantine musical 
treasury and more and more prepared to incorporate them without diminishing or harming 
their value. 


Keywords: Byzantine chant, composition, second half of the twentieth century, Bessarabian 
music, archetypal thinking, modal character, metro-rhythmic characteristics, ornamentation, 
commonalities of vision and ethos, Ghenadie Ciobanu, Tudor Chiriac 


We will start by noting that during the last 50 years, the musical 
community of the Republic of Moldova has developed a growing interest in the 
Byzantine chant as an integral part of the Orthodox spiritual heritage, an important 
page of the cultural past and a relevant dimension of the present. The relationship 
between the music of Byzantine tradition and modern age music is bivalent, given 
its perpetuation in traditional monodic forms in liturgical practice, but also its 
metamorphosis on multiple levels, including plurivocality, in academic music. It is 
this last aspect that this paper will focus on. 
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The works composed during this period reveal an array of declared adherences to 
the Byzantine vein such as the Liturgies No. 1 and 2 of St. John Chrysostom for mixed 
choir and Ingerul a strigat [The Angel Cried Out]for mixed choir by Serafim Buzila, 
Tatăl nostru [The Lord's Prayer]for mixed choir a cappella by Tudor Chiriac, Axion 
(Vrednică esti) [It Is Truly Meet] for male choir, Tatăl nostru [The Lord's Prayer] for 
mixed choir a cappella, Cântări calofonice [Kalophonic Chants] for organ, Cântări 
uitate (închinare muzicală lui Dosftei) [Forgotten Songs (Musical Offering to Dosoftei)] 
for bass or baritone and soloists ensemble by Ghenadie Ciobanu, Heruvic [Cherubic 
Hymn] for mixed choir a cappella, Imnele Sfintei Liturghii a lui loan Gură de Aur [The 
Hymns of Saint John Chrysostom] for female choir and soloists by Vladimir Ciolac, 
Stihiră [Sticheron] for four cellos by Dmitri Kitenko, Stihiră [Sticheron] for 
symphonic orchestra by Pavel Rivilis, Psalm for voice and piano by Marian Starcea, 
Lumină din lumină [Light from Light], a symphonic poem, Oratoriul Psalmilor [The 
Oratorio of Psalms] for bass, female choir and symphonic orchestra, Psalmii lui David 
[David's Psalms] for mixed choir a cappella, Imnele Sfintei Liturghii a lui loan Gură de 
Aur [The Hymns of the Divine Liturgy of John Chrysostom] for female choir a cappella 
by Teodor Zgureanu a.o. 

Much more numerous, however, are the undeclared and latent 
insinuations into the soil of this tradition, manifested through recognizable 
stylemes, a specific ethos or even ethereal shimmers that only a well-trained ear is 
able to detect. Relevant for the subsidiary presence of the Byzantine element are 
the symphony Sub soare si stele [Under the Sun and Stars], Studiile sonore [Sound 
Studies] for chamber ensemble, Pentaculus for flute, English horn, clarinet, bassoon 
and horn, Simboluri triste [Sad Symbols] for solo clarinet, Spatiumsonans for solo flute 
by Ghenadie Ciobanu, the poem Miorita for voice, organ, bells and magnetic tape, 
the cantata Doinatoriu for soloist, mixed choir, organ, panpipe, vibraphone, bells 
and toaca by Tudor Chiriac, the cantata Cine scutură roua [Who Shakes off the Dew] 
for mixed choir, soloists and orchestra, Diafoniile [Diaphonies] for piano and string 
orchestra by Vasile Zagorschi a.o. We propose two analytical incursions into this 
category of works, with the selected examples being relevant for the various and 
subtle forms of scholarly valorisation of psaltic music. 

Ghenadie Ciobanu is the composer who approaches the Byzantine 
monody, seeking to distil the essence of archetypes. Animated by a Brancusian 
aesthetics of the essential, the composer is searching for that individualized idiom 
which should also fall “under a universal grammar, based on the confluence of the 
great traditions of humanity”!. 

From its very title, Pentaculus for flute, English horn, clarinet, bassoon and 
horn announces the composer's intention to speculate on numerological 


'Stefan Niculescu, Interviu, in: “Muzica”, No. 4, 1990, p. 6. 
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symbolism, more exactly on that of number 5. In terms of image, the discourse 
suggests, as musicologist Irina Suhomlin asserts, the diagram of a five-pointed star, 
engaged in a slow, quasi-perpetual motion! . By deepening the reflection, we might 
discover an allusion to Leonardo da Vinci's famous drawing known as the The Man 
in the Circle, prefiguring a pentahedron and codifying the relationship between the 
human and the transcendent. Just as the circle symbolizes eternity and 
indestructibility, and man — temporality and perishability, da Vinci's pentahedron, 
and with it also Ghenadie Ciobanu’s work, equates the two terms and puts them in 
a relationship of interdependence. 

Originally conceived for an ensemble of 5 instruments (there are also later 
editions, one for four clarinets and another one for flute, English horn, clarinet and 
bassoon), the work is divided into five parts. The basic musical material is reduced 
to five pentachordic modes, which, although chromatic in nature, are treated as 
diatonic entities?. Thus: 

- the first mode, containing the notes G — A flat — B flat — B — D and having the 
structure 1 — 2 — 1 — 3, is used at the beginning of the work and in the Un poco meno 


mosso episode of the second part; 
- the second mode consists of the notes G sharp — A — B — C - D and its structure is 1 
-2-1-2; 
- the third mode is composed of the notes E —F — G flat — A flat — B flat and its 
structure is 1 — 1- 1 —2 (bars 23-32 of the second part); 
- the fourth mode, which animates the Cantando episode of the first part, contains 
the notes D — E flat —F — A flat (A) — B flat in ascending motion and B flat — A — F — E 
flat — D in descending motion, and its structure is 1 — 2—3 (4) —2; 
- the fifth mode consists of 5 notes moving upwards in whole tones (hexatonic 
scale): D — E — F sharp — A flat — B flat. 

In these modal “prefabs” we identify archetypal structures of Byzantine 
religious music and of Romanian traditional music. As expected, the pre- 


established modal frame is too narrow for the composer, who therefore expands it 
by using derivatives of the basic modes — of their transpositions and their variants 
reduced to tri- and tetrachord structures. The rigidity of the fixed modal structures 
is counteracted also by their interspersion with micro intervals, “glissando” glides 
of the notes and ornamental inflections. The melodic flow advances unhurriedly, at 
a gradual pace, with recitativic passages on a single note, and in free parlando- 
rubato rhythm. These clues indicate that the melodic thinking of the composer of 
Pentaculus claims its roots, on the one hand, in the Byzantine melismatic style, and 
on the other, in the improvisatory genres of the Romanian folklore. The composer 


1 See: Irina Suhomlin, Trăsături arhetipale în orientarea estetică a creației lui Ghenadie Ciobanu (“Pentaculus” 
şi “Pentaculus minus”). In: Tradiţii şi inovații în muzica secolului al XX-lea, Chişinău, Goblin, 1997, p. 142. 
2 See: idem, ibidem. 


39 


operates in the area of interference of the two traditions, delving down to their 
very core. The prevalently used modes with a limited range of notes, along with 
their rhythmic and syntactic structure, are, in fact, the exponents of that archaic 
monodic fund that gave life to the Romanian folklore and to the sacred musics of 
our continent. 

It remains to be noted that given the polytimbral character of the work, the 
melodic course of Pentaculus tends to spatially diversify its trajectory, with the 
monodic writing occasionally modulating into heterophonic. To Ghenadie 
Ciobanu, heterophony too is essentially a complex, timeless and extra geographic 
archetype, a code of the primordial laws of music and of the physical universe 
alike. The monodic (including that of Byzantine origin) and heterophonic styles 
encompass techniques such as aleatoricism, sonorism, pointillism, repetitive 
minimalism, isorhythmic combinations. 

If in Ghenadie Ciobanu’s case we witness an etherealized and essentialized 
memory of the melodic prototypes (whether Byzantine or folkloric), in Tudor 
Chiriac’s case, the relations and the connections are more explicit and more direct 
(which is perhaps only natural for a representative of an older generation of 
composers). 

Thus, his emblematic work, the poem Miorița for voice, organ, bells and 
magnetic tape, is based on a folk motif that triggers and sustains the entire form. 
Originally a balladic melodic nucleus, the motif was retouched, acquiring 
characteristics of a doina, carol, lament, Gregorian chant and Byzantine chant. The 
stylistic and genre-specific overtones of this germ dictate the nature of the 
transformations it undergoes, which we have regarded as a variational process, 
following closely the derivations of the original musical idea. The avatars of the 
motif are concentrated in the vocal section, where we have identified 12 variants, 
interwoven at times with the organ interludes. The presence of the instrumental 
layer does not affect the monodic essence of the composition', cast in one 
movement. When listening to the work, one has the impression that the sonic logos 
was invented on the spot, an impression fuelled also by the manner of 
interpretation of the vocal part (in the style of folk improvisation). However, the 
improvisatory unpredictability and accidental are merely illusory, as the musical 
canvas is thoroughly elaborated and written down in the score to the subtlest 
details. 

The sonic evolution of the vocal section is aimed at: 

- highlighting the weaknesses of the motif and increasing the discrepancy 
betweenits elements; 


1See: Margareta Belâh, “Mioriţa” T. Chiriaca (k probleme improvizationnosti). In: Moldavskii muzâkalinâi 
foliklor i ego pretvorenie v kompozitorskom tvorcestve, Stiinta, Chişinău, 1990, p. 96. 
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- expanding the motif through strict or free repetitions of the melodic figures and 
through embroidery inserts that often grow into true melodic perorations. Worth 
noting here is also the discreet conversion of the ornament into substance and vice 
versa; 

- changing the modal aspect of the motif, by guiding it towards new modal spaces, 
but also by deviating it from the modal functional mechanism of the first variant; 

- gradually diversifying the rhythmic structures, as well as changing completely 
the kinetic-temporal profile of the motif. 

Along with these comes the expansion of the semantic palette of the motif, 
through the activation of its expressive latencies. The calmness of the balladic 
narrative of the first variants gives way to the elevated serenity of the carol and 
later to the tragic incandescence of the lament. 

In turn, the instrumental discourse is marked by: 

- the gradual increase of the organ’s sonority, obtained on the one hand through 
the increasing length of the interludes, and, on the other, through the vertical 
proliferation of the instrumental texture. The latter, initially consisting of isolated 
sounds or of two-part singing, subsequently takes the appearance of a dense 
magma, cut into contrapuntal streams or solidified into cluster-like aggregates; 

- the multidimensional expansion of dissonance; 

- the progressive break — affective and semantic — from the vocal narrative. The 
growing discrepancy among sections culminates in their powerful confrontation at 
the climax, where the melic declamation is strangled by crying, and then by a 
cluster spanning the organ’s entire keyboard. 

The poem Mioriţa by Tudor Chiriac comes close to psaltic art through its 
vocality (the supremacy of the vocal parts is obvious) and through its marked 
monodic character (although the instrumental layer is present, the resulting sonic 
logos remains in the realm of the monody). The composer uses the same 
compositional techniques as the writers of psaltic music: the reiteration of the 
melodic figures, variation, improvisation, centonization. As in the Byzantine 
monody, the progressive renewal of the melodic line is correlated with the 
preservation of the generative intonational complex. The melody flows 
capriciously, mainly in small conjunct intervals, as in the sticheraric or papadic 
chant. 

The quasi-rubato rhythm of the narrative adheres to the free rhythm used 
prevalently in the solo Byzantine chant; through precipitations, decelerations and 
stagnations of motion, the rhythm follows the meanders of the intonational flow. 
The syllabic forms alternate with melismatic ones, reminding of the mixed 
rhythmic structures typical of the sticheraric idiom. 

The non-restrictive metro-rhythmics is associated, according to the laws of 
the monodic syntax, to modal flexibility. The smooth transition from one modal 


41 


framework to another entitles us to invoke the Byzantine chant again, whose 
tradition has developed a modulatory mechanism with multiple possibilities. 

As shown earlier, the melodic line is enriched with melismatic passages 
and ornamental inflections, including infra-chromatic ones. Among them stands 
out, due to its constructive and semantic weight, the descending glissando. It is 
known that the glissando sliding of the voice, filling the interval of a third, but also 
larger intervals, is a favourite element in the melismatic music of Byzantine 
worship. The frequency with which it returns in Tudor Chiriac's Miorița (with 
different microtonal variants) entitles us to relate it to the Byzantine melodic 
thinking. But the vocal section of the poem also includes other ornaments used to 
embellish the psaltic monody, such as the mordent, appoggiatura, tremolo and 
embroidery. Along with the glissando, they operate in the sonic substance of the 
generative motif, accumulating those infinitesimal changes of the intonation, 
which, at certain points, transform it qualitatively. 

Finally, certain commonalities of vision and ethos can be drawn between 
Tudor Chiriac’s work and the Byzantine chant. If we raise the problem of the 
conceptual time that comes out of the series of sound events, we realize that 
although it is consumed, time remains somewhat inert, stuck in a continuous 
present. This abolition of temporality in Tudor Chiriac’s Miorița reminds of the 
apparently non-evolutionary character of the doina and of the Romanian carol, as 
well as of the moving stasis of the Byzantine melos. It is a “melodic thinking that 
[5] and which irradiates from the deep 
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refuses to consume musical time 
structures of the Romanian creative spirit, or, we could say — from our innate 
temporal sensitivity. 

In trying to define the conceptual space of the work, we are once again led 
towards the idea of the sacred. The unexpected combination of organ - an 
instrument traditionally symbolizing the projection of the spirit onto the celestial 
spheres — with a female voice embodying the wit and wisdom of the earth, 
designates a vertical space of cosmic scales. To quote Lucian Blaga, one can speak 
of the “transcendence that descends", on the one hand, and of the ascension of the 
telluric towards the cosmos, towards transcendence, on the other. Or, we know 
that the same exchange of energies occurs in the Byzantine chant as well. 

The subject of Byzantine echoes in the works of the composers from the left 
bank of the Prut river is only barely touched upon at this time and, certainly, 
deserves further discussion and consideration. Fortunately, in its journey towards 
modernity and universality, Bessarabian music is more and more sensitive to the 
beauties of the Byzantine musical treasury and more and more prepared to 
incorporate them without diminishing or harming them. 


'Costin Cazaban, Spirit dialectic şi evaziune temporală. In: “Basarabia”, Nos. 10-11, 1995. p. 130. 
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